
es. Arctic navigation depends on  
several factors: the trajectory of climate change, 
geophysical factors, the level of cooperation 
among Arctic states, the prices of natural 
resources like oil, infrastructure investments, 
emergency management, and advancements in 



 



 

How will governance of Arctic traffic develop? 

Governance of Arctic shipping and other traffic 
will likely develop in a bifurcated manner, with 
the NWP and NSR managed separately and 
differently. In some cases, states governing the 
NWP and NSR will likely compete to attract ships. 
If so, Arctic states will not co-manage the routes 
and associated ports. The United States (including 
Alaska), Canada, and perhaps Denmark (including 
Greenland) will likely cooperate to govern the 
NWP, and a North American league of ports is 
possible. But Canada and the international 
community, particularly the United States, will 
need to resolve the issue of whether Canada’s 
claim over the NWP is legitimate and legal. 
Rooted in a historical precedent, Canada argues 
that the route passes through its internal waters. 
If indeed so, Canada would govern traffic in the 
NWP. However, the international community 
currently regards the route as an international 
strait, thus open to free navigation. Moreover, the 
United States will need to revisit becoming a 
signatory of the United Nations Convention of the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), and the United States 
and Canada will likely need to resolve their 
maritime boundary dispute in the Beaufort Sea. 

Meanwhile, Russia is unlikely to share 
management of the NSR given that the route runs 

through its EEZ. Although per UNCLOS, foreign 
ships have the right to “innocent passage” to 
traverse the route, Russia demands that all vessels 
receive its permission, pay fees, and submit to 
Russian regulation. Russia justifies this policy in 
part by citing Article 234 of UNCLOS. According to 
this provision, “[c]oastal states have the right to 
adopt and enforce non-discriminatory laws and 
regulations for the prevention, reduction and 
control of marine pollution from vessels in ice-
covered areas within the limits of the exclusive 
economic zone, where particularly severe climatic 
conditions and the presence of ice covering such 
areas for most of the year create obstructions or 
exceptional hazards to navigation, and pollution 
of the marine environment could cause major 
harm to or irreversible disturbance of the 
ecological balance. Such laws and regulations shall 
have due regard to navigation and the protection 
and preservation of the marine environment based 
on the best available scientific evidence.”x  

Despite these challenges, Arctic states are 
cooperating on some issues relating to maritime 
traffic. Entering into force in 2013, the Search and 
Rescue Treaty, ratified by the Arctic states, 
coordinates search and rescue (SAR) coverage and 
establishes each state’s area of SAR responsibility. 
Moreover, the International Maritime 
Organization’s Polar Code specifies design, 
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construction, equipment, operations, training, 
SAR, and environmental protection requirements 
of ships traversing polar waters.     

What does this all mean for Alaska? 

Alaska can benefit from opening waters in the 
Bering Sea and Strait and Chukchi and Beaufort 
Seas. Large ships passing through the Bering Strait 
and onto either the Northwest Passage or the 
Northern Sea Route could stop at a deep water 
port on Alaska’s west coast. Although Alaska does 
not yet have a deep water port in the Arctic, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is investigating the 
placement of one in Nome. Shipping and tourism 
can bring economic development to the region, 
particularly if a road or rail connects the deep 
water port community to interior Alaska. 
Meanwhile, the United States will need to 


